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SUB-HEADING HERE. SOMETHING BRIEF & TO THE POINT PLEASE.

Tucked within the hills of 
Tuscany is a small town 
remarkable for its history, 
geology, and artistry. For 
centuries Impruneta has been 
a nexus for pottery making, its 
unique native clay inspiring 
artisans to create some of 
the most beautiful, durable 
terra cotta in the world. 
Touring three of the town’s top 
workshops with Mara Seibert 
and Lenore Rice reveals 
why they were so enthralled 
by Impruneta terra cotta 
that they started their own 
company, Seibert & Rice, to 
bring it to the U.S.

BY JENNY ANDREWS
PHOTOGRAPHY BY RICHARD BLOOM
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t was a crisp October day when friends and I joined 
our unofficial tour guides, Mara Seibert and Lenore 
Rice, in the small town of Impruneta in Italy’s Tusca-

ny region. The trip had already been a feast for the senses—
villages resplendent with the patina of age, vistas of rolling 
hills and olive groves, the sharp aromas of red wine and ol-
ive oil, and a steady diet of wild boar stew, truffles, porcini 
mushrooms, and gelato. Against that sensual backdrop, the 
Impruneta excursion proved to be a highlight of our travels. 

Mara and Lenore have been making this seasonal pil-
grimage for over two decades, not for the scenery, as power-
ful as that lure is. Rather, this duo, owners of the U.S.-based 
company aptly named Seibert & Rice, come to this unique 
hilltop spot less than 10 miles from Florence to visit with the 
producers of their highly acclaimed terra cotta pots. And we 
were giddy to tag along for a behind-the-scenes peek inside 
the timeworn workshops and to witness the craftsmen in 
action, muscling formless matter into creations of art. Red-
olent with the scents of damp clay and age, crammed with 
tools mantled under a veil of fine gray dust, these workshops 
offer a visceral experience, where earth, air, water, and fire; 
chemistry, physics, art, and history collide.

Impruneta, it turns out, is an extraordinary location for 
pottery craft. The native clay, known as galestro, is unique 
in the world. As American potter Guy Wolff explains, “The 
material is actually a perfect storm—an iron-bearing stone-
ware clay that can be fired at a higher temperature, which 
makes it stronger.” And it is this chemical, elemental make-
up that lends Impruneta terra cotta its supreme durability; 
why its tiles were chosen to grace the Duomo of Florence, 
still awe-inspiring since installation in the 1400s; and why 
its pots can endure a Maine winter without cracking. 

The ferrous nature of the clay is also responsible for the 
rosy tones of the fired material. Unlike the orange/russet 
color most people associate with terra cotta, Impruneta ter-
ra cotta actually has a distinctive pinkish hue that Marco 
Masini, an artisan with Impruneta’s Fornace Masini, calls 
rosato. Wolff prefers to call Impruneta clay “terra rosa” rath-
er than “terra cotta.” As it comes out of the ground, however, 
the clay is dark gray. At Fornace Masini, stacks of finished 

terra cotta greet you at the en-
trance, while mounds of raw gray 
clay are piled behind the building; 
in between stands the transfor-
mative portal—the workspaces 
and kiln where the metamorpho-
sis happens. 

Impruneta is exceptional not 
only for its clay but for the ar-
tisans who live and work here. 
Earth does not become art with-
out skill, after all. Wolff, whose 
designs have been produced all 
over the world, says that he usu-
ally has to fly to locations to train 

Former Wall Street 
banker Mara Seibert 
(left) and Lenore Rice, 
a former tax attorney, 
launched Seibert & 
Rice in Short Hills, 
New Jersey in 1996, 
after being inspired 
by the beauty of 
Imprunetta terra cotta 
while visiting Italy.

Left: The Hampton 
Pot, designed by Guy 
Wolff, exemplifies the 
synergy of American 
design with Italian 
craftsmanship that 
Mara Seibert and 
Lenore Rice hoped 
to create when 
they started their 
company.

Below: Fornace 
Masini, one of the 
Impruneta studios 
Mara and Lenore 
rely on, displays an 
impressive sampling 
of the artisans’ terra 
cotta creations. Each 
workshop offers 
unique skills and 
perspectives. “We 
chose the best,” 
Lenore says.

IMPRUNETA IS AN 
EXTRAORDINARY 

LOCATION FOR 
POTTERY CRAFT.

I



76 •  GARDENDES IG N .COM SPR ING 2016  •  7 7

the artisans. “But not for Impruneta,” he says. 
“All I have to do is send drawings, a few notes, 
sometimes a mock-up. The work of the Impru-
neta artisans is always elegant.” 

As designers in their own right, the artists 
here fathom not just the beauty but the physics 
of their craft. “They will take the designs we 
send them and make slight reinterpretations,” 
says Mara, “so the pots won’t collapse during 
drying and so on.” Mara and Lenore rely on 
the intuition of the artisans, born of long expe-
rience, to incorporate such necessary tweaks. 
The traditional methods of working the clay, 
handed down through generations, also play 
a part. Wolff points out that in China, wet 
clay is poured into molds so the molecules are 
jumbled. In Impruneta, the clay is worked by 
hand, compressing it so that the molecules are 
aligned, making the finished pieces stronger.

Mara notes that prior to World War II there 
were, in fact, Impruneta pots in America; 
they were particularly popular on Gilded Era 
estates. But after the war everything became 
machine made. One of Seibert & Rice’s goals, 
says Mara, has been to reintroduce artisanal 
Impruneta work back to the U.S. 

There have even been remarkable occasions 

for Mara and Lenore to revive history. When Biltmore Estate 
in North Carolina asked for help replacing some of its dam-
aged 19th-century urns, the pair’s contacts at the Impruneta 
workshop M.I.T.A.L. recognized the markings and revealed 
that they possessed the original molds. Lenore calls the re-
placement Biltmore urns “new originals.” 

How did Mara and Lenore get behind the curtain between 
Old World and New and establish themselves as links be-
tween tradition and modernity? The two met in 1993, when 
their families were invited by a mutual acquaintance to share 
a rented villa in Tuscany. Both had taken breaks from their 
high-powered Wall Street careers (Mara as a banker, Lenore 
as a tax attorney) to raise their families and were gearing up 
to return to the workforce. Tooling around the ancient town of 
Impruneta and exploring the myriad pottery workshops, they 
became fascinated by both the products and the craft of terra 
cotta making. Back in the States they realized there was noth-
ing like it available in the U.S.—a light bulb flashed overhead 
and very quickly a new company took form.

Like many new ventures, it was a struggle on multiple 
fronts. For one thing, the workshops didn’t take them seri-
ously. “They didn’t realize how tough we are. As a banker in 
New York, I ate a bowl of nails before I went to work each 
day,” Mara says. Generating buzz about the pottery was also 
a herculean task. Lenore recalls loading up the car with pots 
and driving them around to clients, using Mara’s house and 
garage as a headquarters. Shipping was another obstacle. The 

Impruneta workshops were skilled at 
packing and nothing ever broke en route 
from Italy to America, but transporta-
tion within the U.S. consistently result-
ed in damage. 

Now in its 22nd year, Seibert & Rice 
has long since transitioned from garage 
to warehouse, devised an ingenious 
foam-injection packing system, and 
boasts an enviable client list that in-
cludes botanical gardens, museums, and 
many of the nation’s top landscape de-
signers. Key to this success are the deep-
ly collaborative relationships— indeed, 
friendships—this entrepreneurial team 
has cultivated with the Impruneta ar-
tisans. But not just any artisans. Mara 
and Lenore have been highly selective 
in choosing who will produce their pots. 
“We walked into every workshop in Im-
pruneta and chose the best,” Lenore 
says. The stories of three of these stu-
dios are sketched here—Sergio Ricceri, 
Fornace Masini, and M.I.T.A.L.—each, 
says Mara, with a particular skill set and 
a distinct eye for proportion. 

Above: This 
sampling of pots 
made by the 
workshop M.I.T.A.L. 
showcases classic 
styles that echo 
the centuries-long 
tradition of terra 
cotta work. From 
left: Cachepot 
Romano, two sizes 
of Little Rosette 
Pot, Lemon Vase, 
Square Lemon Box, 
and Ornamental 
Vase.

Below: Based on antique amphora containers, 
the Robert Dash–designed Poetry Pot is 
inscribed with a poem by renowned English 
garden designer Rosemary Verey about Dash’s 
beloved Long Island garden, Madoo. Rather than 
a message in a bottle, Mara calls this “a message 
around the bottle.”
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his small workshop is essentially a 
one-man operation powered by Sergio 
Ricceri, whom Mara and Lenore call a 
true sculptor. “You walk into the studio 

and hear classical music playing, see a cat 
snoozing on the work table, and find Sergio 
quietly working on his designs,” Lenore says. 
With a family heritage of pottery making 
dating back to the 1700s, Sergio carries on the 
traditions established by his father Raffaello, 
uncle Giacinto, and grandfather Giuseppe, 
who expanded the business in the 20th century 
and became the official supplier of flower pots 
for the Vatican. The oldest mold in the studio, 
a Madonna bearing his grandfather’s initials, 
dates to 1868 and is still in use. Yet Sergio also 
takes pride in his workshop’s innovative spirit, 
continuing to experiment with forms and 
functions, clay mixes, and finishes. Recently 
he received the coveted status of Maestro 
Artigiano (Master Artisan) from the region of 
Tuscany. 

One of the few Impruneta artisans who 
continue to throw pots on a wheel, Sergio 
began his training in the bottega (workshop) 
under his father’s guidance around age 10. 

“Very often,” he says, “I still feel like I hear 
the teaching and advice of my father.” As he 
grew older, he launched into a program of self-
study in order to understand ceramics more 
deeply. Today he manages all aspects of the 
production system, from clay preparation to 
design to final shipment. Despite decades of 
working with clay, for Sergio it still has the 
power to stir emotion and spark curiosity: “For 
me the earth is a material without limits that 
always spurs me to try new things to improve 
the quality and beauty of the products. This 
challenge is vital to me.” 

Sergio remembers well his initial meeting 
with Mara and Lenore when they walked 
into his workshop for the first time in 1993—
“two elegant signore dressed in blue,” he 
recalls. That was the beginning, he says, of 
a “beautiful collaboration that has lasted 
more than 20 years.” He has delighted in 
producing a variety of pieces, from the Acorn 
pot to pots for Manhattan’s Battery Park, and 
he particularly savors working in concert 
with American designers on the American 
Collection, which offers the opportunity to 
craft both traditional and modern styles. 
Sergio maintains an enthusiastic view of 
the future: “I am convinced that the craft of 
artistic Impruneta terra cotta will never die!”

Under a mantle of fine gray dust rest the 
sculpting tools of artisan Sergio Ricceri, 
including the proprietary stamps of his 
workshop, Seibert & Rice, and Impruneta. 
Local artisans have been advocating for 
trademark status for the Impruneta mark as a 
way to signify quality and ensure authenticity.

Above: Sergio Ricceri, 
whose small family 
workshop dates to the 
1700s, is one of the 
few Impruneta artisans 
who still throw pots on 
a wheel. Here he puts 
finishing touches on a 
Seibert & Rice Cloche 
Vase designed by 
Bunny Williams.

SERGIO
RICCERI

T
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Surrounded by tools of the trade, Sergio pauses at the kiln 
door, holding an Acorn Finial, finished and fired. Along the 
walls is a living archive of the workshop’s history. From recent 
experiments to antique forms, the oldest dates to the 1800s.

A finished Cloche Vase bearing the name of designer Bunny 
Williams at the base. Sergio says collaborating with such 
noted designers on the American Collection animates his 
enthusiasm to “try new things.”



un by principal artisans Marco 
Masini and his cousin Tiziano 
Baldi, Fornace Masini began 
producing terra cotta in 1939 after 

Marco’s grandfather Bruno acquired one of the 
oldest workshops in the region. The “furnace,” in 
operation since at least the 1800s, had been owned 
by the Vanni family, whose reputation as master 
potters dates to the late 1600s. On our tour, my 
friends and I observed Marco’s talents firsthand as 
he demonstrated the several ways to make a pot—
pressing clay onto a mold, stacking and plying coils 
freehand, and circling a huge container round and 
round as he crafted its rim, deftly adding, shaping, 
and smoothing. Such skills, which Marco calls “the 
secrets, technology, and art of terra cotta,” have 
been handed down for generations. “You learn 
this kind of work,” he says, “by being with great 
artisans and by having passion and patience.” 
Watching him work reminded me of watching an 
artist paint, with a fluidity of movement and a 
confidence from knowledge akin to a dancer. 

When asked what it’s like to be an artisan, 
Marco admits it isn’t always easy. “Being a 
fornacino [terra cotta artisan] can be hard, 
exhausting work,” he says. In the winter his hands 
are constantly wet with clay and water when it’s 
below zero outside. In the summer every little 
stone has to be picked out by hand from hundreds 
of pounds of raw clay. Heavy pots have to be 
moved. The kiln can be more than 1,800 degrees 
Fahrenheit. “But all of that,” he counters, “the 
cold in winter, the heat in summer, the frozen 
hands, the backaches, is repaid when our creations 

Flanked by the myriad fruits of their craft, Marco Masini (left) and his
cousin Tiziano Baldi, owners and principal artisans, stand in a doorway of 

their workshop Fornace Masini, a family business since 1939.
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FORNACE MASINI
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emerge from the kiln. Being an artisan means 
giving clay form and dimension, creating 
something from nothing with your own hands.” 
He calls the terra cotta creations “our babies,” 
saying, “Knowing it was you who gave them life 
is inexplicably magical.”

The history of Fornace Masini generates a 
powerful, enveloping aura on site. “Everything 
speaks of the past, from the ceilings of the 
old wood kilns, blackened from centuries of 
firings, to the old tools that are no longer used,” 
Marco says. The oldest mold, of a now fragile 
mask, dates to 1723. And Marco is gratified 
when clients remark that their Masini pots, 
bought 30 or 40 years ago, are still as beautiful 
as the day they were purchased. And what 
of the future? Though many pottery makers 
worry about a lack of young people interested 
in taking up the craft, Marco is hopeful that 
one of his daughters will become a fourth-
generation artisan. And Seibert & Rice, one of 
Fornace Masini’s main clients, will certainly 
keep the workshop busy. He is pushing for 
controlling the label “terracotta di Impruneta,” 
which often turns up on non-Impruneta 
products. “Certainly it must be regulated by 
law to safeguard the identity of our unique clay 
and distinctive tradition,” he says.

IMPRUNETA
IS EXCEPTIONAL 

FOR ITS CLAY 
AND THE 

ARTISANS 
WHO LIVE AND

WORK HERE.

Below, Marco and Tiziano make an Artisan Rolled 
Rim pot, which requires a delicate process that 
involves hand forming the piece from the base 
up. As the pot is built, the clay is repeatedly 
worked and smoothed, requiring the artisan to 
move swiftly around and around the pot until it’s 
complete. First, lumps of wet clay are added in 
layers and pressed into shape. Small dots of clay 
are positioned to provide adherence points for a 
decorative edging. The inside surface of the pot 
is defined with a wooden pole. The last section 
put into place is the signature rolled rim. Because 
they’re handcrafted, each pot is slightly different, 
which Mara and Lenore feel adds to the beauty. 
“You can tell when Marco’s father Osvaldo makes 
a pot,” Lenore says, “because the callous on his 
thumb leaves a distinctive imprint.”

THE TRADITIONAL ITALIAN WAY
MAKING POTTERY

FORNACE MASINI
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A finished Artisan Rolled Rim pot, a 
classic form and a stock in trade for 
Seibert & Rice. Why are they called 
“rolled rim”? Your fingers fit into a 
cavity created by the roll, making 
it easier to get a grip and move the 
pots around.
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tacked on M.I.T.A.L.’s shelves is an 
impressive collection of 1,000 molds 
accumulated over the past century, some 
dating to the late 1800s. M.I.T.A.L. (which 
stands for Manifattura Imprunetana 

terrecotte artistiche e laterizi) is one of the 
oldest terra cotta workshops in Italy continually 
in operation under the same family. Last year the 
company hosted a centennial celebration, which 
Mara and Lenore were honored to attend. Founded 
by Anselmo Mariani in 1914, the workshop is 
currently run by Anselmo’s son Angiolo, now in his 
late eighties; grandsons Franco, Enrico, and Luigi; 
and great-grandson Marco, Luigi’s son. Across 
these four generations the process has continued to 
fascinate M.I.T.A.L.’s artisans, and with each new 
piece the craftsmen are intrigued anew. “What we 
do is give concrete form to natural elements like 
earth, water, and fire,” says Franco Mariani, “plus 
the hand of man. We enjoy every step.” Practicing 
it within an environment steeped in history, he 
says, “renders it almost magical. Even just walking 
around the shop, everything speaks of the work 
that has been carried out within these walls over 
the years.”

The training process for terra cotta work, 
as with all trades in Italy, means apprenticing 
with knowledgeable craftspeople. In the case 
of M.I.T.A.L. this has been primarily familial. 
To this, Franco also encourages attending art 
school to acquire particular skills, such as making 
prototypes and clay modeling,  which results in 

M.I .T.A .L.
MANIFATTURA IMPRUNETANA TERRECOTTE ARTISTICHE E LATERIZI

From left: Tools for every need, from brushes to potter’s loops to knives 
and forks, have accumulated since Angiolo’s father, Anselmo, started the 
M.I.T.A.L. workshop in 1914. Shell Pot crafted by M.I.T.A.L. for Seibert & 
Rice’s Ornamental Collection. Three generations of the Mariani famiglia of 
craftsmen at the M.I.T.A.L. workshop—Enrico, Angiolo, Franco (front); Luigi 
and Marco (back).

S

M.I.T.A.L.
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The idea behind Seibert & Rice’s American Collection is to join Italian 
artisans with American designers. The first containers, the Acorn 
Pot and the Turpentine Vase, were the visions of Ryan Gainey of 
Atlanta in 1996. Then in 1998 noted potter Guy Wolff wanted larger 
sizes of his own pots, which he couldn’t throw on a wheel. “He 
thought it would be a great idea to have his made by artisans in 
Impruneta,” Lenore says. “Those did well, and we realized we were 
on to something.” The American Collection snowballed and now 
includes pots designed by 11 people with very different perspectives, 
including Bunny Williams, Richard Hartlage, Mario Nievera, and 
Abbie Zabar. The latest in the series, added in 2015, are three pots 
designed by a team at the landscape architecture firm Oehme, 
van Sweden (OvS). Says Eric Groft, who spearheaded the team: 
“I wanted something that was inspired by nature but still revealed 
the human hand in its structure.” The collection’s styles range from 
classical to whimsical, organic to intricate. Robert Dash’s Poetry 
Pot echoes an ancient amphora, while the stylized flower forms of 
the OvS pots are ultra contemporary. Says Mara: “The American 
Collection takes new American design and marries it to ancient 
craftsmanship, done by the very best in Italy.” 

artisans who are unique: “Each individual is 
different, so their own abilities and sensibilities 
are reflected in the works they produce,” Franco 
says. “As with all creative crafts, you never stop 
learning.”

Looking back over the workshop’s 20 years 
of collaboration with Mara and Lenore, Franco 
has been impressed by the women’s obvious love 
of terra cotta, how it’s made, and for knowing 
as much as possible about its processes and 
traditions, including hours spent listening to 
family anecdotes. Perusing the workshop, it’s 
easy to be filled with the same enthusiasm. The 
outer walls of the workshop sport terra cotta 
medallions and figurines like corals on a reef. 
A fresh batch of finished pottery cools while 
rows of gray urns await their time in the kiln. 
Strolling through the display spaces, winding 
around stacks of beautiful pots and graceful 
statues, is like visiting a garden of the gods. We 
speak in hushed tones as if in a sacred place. 
Despite competition from companies wrongly 
applying the Impruneta mark and a shortage of 
young people waiting in the wings, Franco says 

that M.I.T.A.L. is “deeply convinced that there is 
a future. We are working hard to restore vitality 
to the industry so that a millennium of history 
is not lost.” He says there is not a single means 
of attracting young artists but many. Toward 
this end, M.I.T.A.L. encourages students to 
visit the workshop and is involved in promoting 
local culture. “We believe that there will be a 
return of interest in such crafts among young 
people, to satisfy their desire to be creative.” 
Mara concurs, noting that the next generation 
is hungry to feel emotional connections to what 
they do. M.I.T.A.L. is fortunate to have Franco’s 
nephew Marco carrying the torch. “We are 
proud of the history of our family,” Franco says, 
“and in the knowledge that our work continues.”

FOLLOWING 
TRADITIONAL 

METHODS, 
THE WET 

CLAY IS 
WORKED BY 

HAND

Franco Mariani works 
on the Cardoon 
Thistle Pot, designed 
by Oehme, van 
Sweden. Part of the 
American Collection, 
this pot is one of 
the newest and 
most contemporary 
additions. 

M.I.T.A.L.

MELDING AMERICAN DESIGN WITH ITALIAN ARTISTRY
THE AMERICAN COLLECTION

Three pots from the 
American Collection: 
the Conservatory 
Planter (left) and the 
Gertrude Pot (right), 
both designed by 
potter Guy Wolff; 
Bird Pot (center), by 
landscape designer 
Richard Hartlage.


